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Student governments play a unique and important role within U.S. colleges and
universities. Generally speaking, student governments have a broad range of purposes,
including, but not limited to, representing students to the school’s administration, approving
student organizations, providing funding, and advocating for various causes and initiatives.
Today, student governments encounter a wide variety of issues, one of which is free speech and
expression. Both higher education and student governments have a long and complicated history
with speech and expression. This project analyzes a pivotal moment in the history of American
higher education: the Free Speech Movement (FSM). Specifically, it examines the role of
Berkeley's student government —the Associated Students of the University of California
(ASUC)— and the impact the organization and its members had on the movement.
The FSM, which took place during the 1964-1965 academic year at the University of
California, Berkeley (Berkeley), came as a result of campus policies aimed at limiting student
political activity. In the midst of the Civil Rights Movement and Vietnam War , student protests
and activism were on the rise. However, university administrators began restricting certain
activities and forms of expression on campus. There are many theories as to why this was done,
ranging from a fear of upsetting conservative state legislators and media to a general disdain of
the expression itself. Nevertheless, there is no question that there was a concerted effort to limit
on-campus political activity. In response to these restrictions, students at Berkeley organized and
used numerous tactics, such as rallies and protests, to fight for enhanced free speech and
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academic freedom—resulting in the FSM. As the formal student governing body, the ASUC
immediately became involved.
The ultimate aim of this project is to tell untold stories about the ASUC and , thus, paint a
more holistic picture of the FSM. This paper argues that by examining the actions of the ASUC ,
one can develop a greater understanding and appreciation of the challenges the organization
faced. Some of these challenges included competing perspectives of officers, unrealistic
expectations of student constituents, and a general misunderstanding of those observing their
efforts. Furthermore, this research illuminates parallels and distinctions between the ASUC and
student governments today, while also shedding light on the many lessons to be learned from the
FSM that are particularly relevant to contemporary society.
A Background of the ASUC and FSM
Before delving into the actions of the ASUC during this time period , it is necessary to
provide context for how the ASUC and FSM came into existence . The ASUC , originally known
as the Associated Students of the College of Letters and Sciences , was founded by students on
March 2, 1887 as a student government independent of the university. Before the ASUC , “there
were no University residence halls, food service, counseling programs, publications, activities,
advisors, or even University sponsored athletic teams.”1 Consequently, Berkeley was in great
need of a formal organization to govern and manage campus life. With the original charge of
organizing “the Student Body in such a way that it might take effective action upon all matters

1

“Before the ASUC,” History, Associated Students of the University of California, accessed March 30, 2022,
https://asuc.org/history/.

3
relating to the general welfare of the student body and the University in general,”2 the ASUC
would come to change the nature of student life at Berkeley. Over the years, the ASUC would
expand in both size and scope. For instance, in 1913 the organization absorbed the Cal Student
Store and later developed the first real student union on campus in 1931. By the 1960s, the
structure of the ASUC changed so that the organization “could devote more attention to policy
matters.”3 Subsequently, this change in structure aligned with one of the most contentious policy
debates on the Berkeley campus.
In 1964, many Berkeley students took part in the Civil Rights Movement in an effort to
end racial discrimination and segregation in America . This work often included raising money
and distributing literature for political causes. However, citing a previously unenforced school
policy that prohibited campus political activity, administrators attempted to halt this student
advocacy. Targeting the campus entrance at Bancroft Way and Telegraph Avenue —an area
typically used for political tabling— the university banned certain forms of political advocacy
(e.g., raising money for external causes), referencing a Board of Regents policy concerning the
use of university facilities. Students from all political persuasions did not take kindly to this ban.
As one article from The Daily Californian —Berkeley’s student newspaper— explained, “[c]ivil
disobedience may well erupt… It will be the result of the apparent failure of reconciliation
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efforts made yesterday by the University and student political groups.”4 Thus, the stage was
being set for unrest.
The “first major confrontation in the Berkeley free speech controversy occurred on
October 1, 1964” when Jack Weinberg, a former graduate student, set up a table on Sproul Plaza
for the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE). Immediately, he was questioned by university
officials, including the campus police, for allegedly violating school policy. Not long after,
Weinberg was arrested and placed in the back of a police car. However, he did not go quietly.
Within moments of his arrest, hundreds of students began gathering in Sproul Plaza, surrounding
the police car. Soon after, Mario Savio —a philosophy major and the eventual leader of the
FSM— climbed atop the vehicle to address the crowd. According to The Daily Cal, Savio
“demanded Weinberg’s release, the reinstatement of eight students indefinitely suspended [the
day prior], and suspension of any action against violators of the University policy until it had
been arbitrated between student leaders and the administration.”5 Thousands of protestors
eventually arrived and did not back down until the following day on October 2. Although Savio
and other protestors secured Weinberg’s release, they did not settle the issues regarding campus
regulations, namely the policies regulating political advocacy on campus. As a result, the FSM
was born.
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The ensuing months after the October 1 incident generated immense turbulence, tension,
and tumult on the Berkeley campus. During the months of October, November, and December,
there would be meetings, proposals, and rallies, all in an effort to enhance and expand speech
rights at Berkeley. The FSM —which emerged as a formal organization under the leadership of
Savio— engaged in many discussions with key campus actors, such as Berkeley Chancellor
Edward Strong and University of California President Clark Kerr, though rarely garnering
satisfactory results. On December 2, after the university ignored an ultimatum with the FSM, the
group organized a rally in Sproul Hall which attracted thousands of students. It was on this
occasion that Mario Savio delivered his memorable speech comparing the university to a firm,
President Kerr to a manager, the faculty to employees, and the students to raw materials. Savio
stated that, “there is a time when the operation of the machine becomes so odious, makes you so
sick at heart, that you can't take part; you can't even passively take part, and you've got to put
your bodies upon the gears and upon the wheels, upon the levers, upon all the apparatus, and
you've got to make it stop. And you've got to indicate to the people who run it, to the people who
own it, that unless you're free, the machine will be prevented from working at all.”6 This was the
mentality that many students held during these tumultuous times on the Berkeley campus.
Five days after Savio’s speech, the Academic Senate met and voted in favor of a
five-point proposal against control of student speech and political advocacy. Among the
propositions, the Senate argued that “the content of speech or advocacy should not be restricted
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by the University” and “[o]ff-campus student political activities shall not be subjected to
University regulation.”7 Although both the FSM and the ASUC supported the faculty proposal ,
the Regents rejected it and appointed a committee to examine the issues and make a
recommendation to the Board. In January 1965, the Regents called an emergency meeting and
appointed Martin Meyerson, Dean of the College of Environmental Design, as acting
Chancellor, replacing Edward Strong. One of Meyerson’s first moves was establishing
provisional rules for student political activity, designating the steps of Sproul Hall as an open
discussion area and space for information tabling. While the work of the FSM was not over, this
policy change signaled progress and the four months of protest and advocacy ushered in a new
era of social movements and speech rights in higher education. As Bret Enyon argues, “no
movement can be fully understood without reference to the others… The Free Speech Movement
represents a precedent-setting example of linkage, a key moment in which the civil rights form
of activism ‘broke out’ to influence new issues and constituencies .”8 While nearly impossible to
highlight every detail, event, and person that made up the FSM, the aforementioned information
provides an overview of the forces facing Berkeley in the Fall of 1964.
FSM Historiography
Existing literature on the ASUC and the FSM is scarce . The history focuses more on the
broader movement and less on specific characteristics, such as the role and impact of student
governance. That said, there are three takeaways regarding FSM historiography. First, there is a
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general consensus that the movement was influential and paved the way for future activism.
Second, the major disagreements often relate to relatively minor details, such as the time of an
event or the number of participants at a rally. And third, there is cause for concern over the
nature of FSM history. These concerns include the fact that much of the history is written by
FSM veterans, thus adding a layer of bias to the literature, along with the reality that there is
very little recent secondary scholarship. As Robert Cohen explains, “[i]n keeping alive the
memory of the FSM, historians have lagged behind FSM veterans, Berkeley students, and even
University administrators.”9 This paper seeks to address this issue, provide a proper historical
analysis, and fill historiographical gaps. However, before doing so, it is necessary to review the
critical literature.
Notable Accounts of the FSM
One of the premier texts on the FSM is Robert Cohen and Reginald E. Zelnik’s The Free
Speech Movement: Reflections on Berkeley in the 1960s. This text includes a collection of essays
written by various individuals and edited by Cohen and Zelnik. The book is divided into five
parts, exploring the roots of the FSM, the experience in the Fall of 1964, the legal and
constitutional issues, the aftermath, and different thoughts about the student ringleader, Mario
Savio. Given it is a compilation of individual analyses, there is no central argument. Instead, it
provides various reflections from scholars and key actors. For instance, Clark Kerr offers the
administration’s rationale for the actions it took and notes that administrators “did not want the
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University turned into a fortress from which students could set forth, often with illegal intent, to
attack selected elements of society by raising money and recruiting participants on campus for
off-campus political actions… [T]his would politicize the University both in its academic life
and its relation with society.”10 Robert Post offers a more scholarly and legalistic perspective and
posits that the “legendary struggle of 1964 fundamentally altered the concept of the University,
and such political freedoms as we now enjoy derive from that transformation.”11 The multitude
of perspectives offered in this book are incredibly valuable, especially considering that each
person involved had a different experience and interpretation of the FSM. By presenting this
diverse array of viewpoints, Cohen and Zelnik offer a more holistic narrative of the FSM.
However, it omits any emphasis on the ASUC and , thus, does not allow for a complete story to
be told.
Hal Draper’s Berkeley: The New Student Revolt is another highly cited piece of FSM
literature. Written just one year after the FSM, Draper surveys the FSM and offers his analysis of
the movement. As a member of the library staff, Draper did not actively participate in the FSM;
nevertheless, he notes that he committed himself to defending the FSM to the university
community. While Draper’s book as a whole is an invaluable tool for better understanding the
FSM, three claims made in his foreword prove to be most insightful for this study. First, he
articulates that “[t]his episode did not change history, but it did reflect an aspect of current
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history which is easily overlooked, and will continue to be overlooked until further explosions
impel retrospective glances.”12 This claim speaks very much to today’s society and, specifically,
to those with hostile attitudes toward free speech on college campuses. Many choose or
ignorantly disregard the events of the FSM and, by doing so, lose valuable context as to why free
speech should be cherished and celebrated. Writing in 1965, Draper could not have expected the
turn of events; regardless, his argument continues to ring true. Second, he admits his own bias
and acknowledges that “[l]ike everyone else in Berkeley who has written about these events, I
have taken sides. Because of a dim view of the academy’s habit of clothing bitter polemic in
bland ‘objective’ jargon… there is no pretense here to the colorless detachment of the
uninvolved historian.”13 This statement reaffirms the notion that, because so much of the
literature has been produced by FSM veterans and participants, it inevitably lacks objectivity.
Although one of the first major works on the FSM, Draper’s subjective approach would come to
be the norm in FSM literature. Third, Draper emphasizes the factual accuracy of this history and
explains that “[v]irtually all accounts of the Berkeley movement that I have seen, on all sides,
are peppered with errors of fact, often quite untendentious.”14 Again, this text was produced in
1965; therefore, this statement does not represent all FSM history. However, it does show that,
while there might be general agreement about FSM principles, there is a debate over the details.
These three claims highlight what Draper attempts to accomplish in his survey of the FSM.
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A third major study of the FSM is Max Heirich’s The Beginning, Berkeley, 1964.
Heirich, who was a graduate student during the movement, uses the FSM to explore “the genesis
of collective action in a conflict setting… [and] the organizational trends that spin a web of
conflict.”15 Heirich pays close attention to the organization of Berkeley and the ways in which its
organizational structure led to conflict in 1964. In the end, Heirich presents five impacts of the
FSM, both on Berkeley and the larger field of higher education, and argues that:
[1] the Berkeley example encouraged a rash of revolts against alleged administrative
abuses on campuses across the country… [2] the clearest settlement to emerge from the
controversy was the establishment of student rights to engage in political activity on the
campus… [3] faculties and administrators on many campuses, including Berkeley, began
a sweeping reassessment of the role of teaching in a research-oriented university… [4]
the Free Speech controversy, and its successors around the country, sparked a
re-examination of administrative relationships within the university… and… [5] the
confrontations between students and authorities, which became common after 1964, led
to severe testing of the boundaries between legislatures and universities.16
Heirich’s findings demonstrate the notable effects of the FSM at Berkeley while also reminding
readers that the movement had a lasting impact across the country. The FSM was, in part, a
protest against traditional university organizational trends, and it is evident, based on Heirich’s
analysis, that it created structural change.
Other Accounts of the FSM
Aside from aforementioned noteworthy texts, many scholars have provided their own
take on the FSM. James Wood notes that “the FSM was not a clear-cut radical movement. For all
its militancy, the goals of the FSM were basically reformist in character: free speech for
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students, as well as educational reforms concerning conditions in the ‘multiversity.’”17 William
Matts examines the demographics of the FSM and finds that “the FSM group was younger and
more homogenous than the general campus population… that they tended to come from more
academically elite families than their counterparts in the cross section… and … religion, at that
time, played a less important part in the lives of the FSM members than in the cross section.”18
Bret Eynon argues that “[t]he Free Speech Movement represents a precedent-setting example of
linkage, a key moment in which the civil rights form of activism ‘broke out’ to influence new
issues and constituencies.”19 James A . Hijiya explains that the “FSM defined the terms this way:
liberals talk, radicals act. Liberals are paralyzed either by respecting contradictory principles or
by lacking the nerve to follow any principles consistently. Radicals, in contrast, are able to take
sides and take part in struggle.”20 Lastly, in describing the situation at Berkeley, Richard M.
Abrams suggests that the campus was “like a microcosm of the general social scene. Within it
has appeared a wide range of the tensions between the sensibilities of the new generation of
students and the shilly-shallying practices of their elders.”21 Although not all-encompassing,
these findings highlight some of the ways in which scholars have written about the FSM as a
whole. There is a need, however, for a greater emphasis on specific sectors of the campus
population, such as the student government.
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The ASUC
While much has been said about the FSM in general, few scholars have focused solely on
the role and impact of the ASUC . Analysis of the ASUC consists of brief stories and claims in
larger narratives about the movement. That being said, when scholars comment on the ASUC , it
is often done in a critical and negative manner. When discussing the treatment of the student
protesters, David Goines notes that the “FSM itself was completely ignored, and the patsy
ASUC, which had throughout the affair been trying to spread its legs for the administration, was
to be put in charge of student political speech. It is well understood in circles of higher education
that student government exists at the pleasure of the administration, and this had been
demonstrated.”22 To Goines, the actions of ASUC reflect a larger theme in student governance,
as he believes the organization did more for the administration than the students it was designed
to serve. Hal Draper claims that “[n]o one, including the administration, took ASUC seriously as
a government… ‘Acting through ASUC’ usually had the operational meaning of waiting while
Charles Powell and his ‘sandbox’ colleagues sparred with the administration , or else of waiting
for the next election—but in any case doing nothing now.”23 Draper, like others, characterizes
the ASUC as an ineffective governing body . The insight of Goines and Draper is helpful;
however, the literature is in desperate need of a more thorough assessment of the ASUC . Rather
than simply labeling the ASUC as a useless organization , this subject requires a proper historical
inquiry.
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Student Politics and Advocacy
Although little has been said about the ASUC specifically , there is a substantial body of
research connecting student politics and advocacy, especially during the 1960s. Philip B.
Altbach believes that, “in order to understand American student activism and indeed modern
American higher education and society, which are closely related to student activism—one must
examine the historical development of organizations and movements on campus.”24 This
includes the FSM and the ASUC in particular . In a separate piece, Altbach explains how
“[a]cademic institutions are a key part of the activist equation. Universities, through their
policies and orientations, affect activist movements. They are in turn often dramatically affected
by activism. Student movements may disrupt academic life or may bring the wrath of political
authorities onto the campus.”25 With this in mind, John B. Miner notes that the “1960s saw a
drastic change in the behavior of university students throughout the U.S. [as] the Berkeley
campus of the University of California was faced with large-scale demonstrations which have
since spread to most of the larger student bodies in the U.S.”26 This, once again, demonstrates
the magnitude of the student protest at Berkeley. The FSM did not just have local effects; it
affected student bodies across the country. After all, as Kelly C. Sorey and Dennis Gregory
highlight, the “atmosphere on many American college campuses changed dramatically during
the 1960s. After two decades of relative calm, students felt freer to speak out on issues they
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perceived to be unjust or immoral.”27 The literature on student politics and advocacy, especially
during the 1960s, is incredibly substantive. However, like FSM literature, it could be improved
by focusing more specifically on the ASUC . Considering the ASUC is the organization charged
with navigating student politics and advocacy on campus, it seems only logical to include the
group as part of the discussion.
Contemporary Campus Expression Scholarship
In addition to historians commenting on the FSM, many contemporary campus free
expression advocates refer to the history and events at Berkeley as part of their rationale for
promoting the free and open exchange of ideas. For instance, in their book, Free Speech on
Campus, Erwin Chemerinsly and Howard Gillman note that “[t]he FSM insisted, and we agree,
that campuses —public and private—must protect the freedom of the members of the academic
community to use campus grounds for the broad expression of ideas, even if those ideas are
expressed in ways that run contrary to the norms of professional conduct that apply within
classrooms, scholarly gatherings, and department meetings.”28 To Chemerinsky and Gillman, the
FSM served as a catalyst for the development of free expression on college campuses, as the
movement expanded the definition of speech to include broader notions of expression.
Furthermore, in Unsafe Space: The Crisis of Free Speech on Campus, Tom Slater claims that
“[i]n 1964, students demanded to be taken seriously as autonomous beings, capable of
negotiating their academic, political, and social lives away from the tutelage of their tweeded
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minders. Their demand for free speech was an assertion of their resilience and resolve… How
long ago that feels. FSMers refused to be wrapped in cotton wool – today’s students insist upon
it.”29 Slater views the FSM in admiration; however, currently, he sees it as a step in the wrong
direction. Rather than continuing to advance speech rights on campus, many students today,
according to Slater, are demanding a return to the pre-FSM environment. Like many FSM
historians, these contemporary scholars view the movement in a positive light as part of their
larger effort of furthering, rather than limiting, free speech.
Where To Go From Here
If not already clear, the critical literature on the FSM —and student advocacy in
general— is extensive yet lacking. Specifically, there needs to be greater attention and emphasis
placed on the role and impact of the ASUC . As it stands, there are no major historiographical
debates about the ASUC because there is no major research on the ASUC . By omitting this
organization from the literature, it restricts the possibility of telling a holistic story and,
ultimately, harms the history of the FSM. This project seeks to change this.
Themes and Findings: The ASUC During the FSM
An initial analysis of primary artifacts pertaining to the ASUC during the FSM reveals
three noteworthy themes and findings. First, there was a plurality of views toward the FSM, both
within the ASUC and the student body at large . Second, there was a large degree of inaction by
ASUC President Charlie Powell. And third, the FSM prompted ASUC officers to ponder deeper
and more philosophical questions about the nature of higher education and student
29
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representation. All three themes showcase the role and impact of the ASUC during the FSM ,
while also highlighting some of the challenges of student governance.
Plurality of Views Toward the FSM
Much of the FSM literature paints an overly simplistic picture of the movement. The
FSM is often portrayed as students versus administrators, with all students characterized as
outspoken advocates for expanded free speech rights, and all administrators characterized as
bureaucratic bullies who cared little about students. While there is some truth to this depiction, it
oversimplifies a complex and nuanced situation. By examining different statements and debates
from the FSM, it becomes clear that there was a plurality of views toward the FSM both within
the ASUC and the general student body .
ASUC Senate meetings reveal some of the viewpoints toward the FSM. In a debate over
a resolution that claimed “[t]he ASUC Senate expresses total disapproval of the demonstrators'
actions, and requests that the members of the study body disregard these discourteous and, at
present, unnecessary demonstrations and demonstrators,”30 ASUC officers presented their
different beliefs. For instance, one officer “defended the actions of the demonstrators. He said
that the attitude of those involved in the demonstrations is that the ASUC Senate is not going to
be an effective vehicle of protest, as shown by the motions presented tonight and that their road
is through direct action.”31 This officer’s statement not only shows his support for the protestors,
but also sheds light on the ways in which he believed the ASUC Senate was perceived by
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students: ineffective. Throughout the FSM, many students bypassed the ASUC and its
established infrastructure because they preferred, as the statement suggests, more ‘direct action.’
This is a constant issue facing student governments. Whereas one officer expressed support for
the demonstrators, another “expressed total disapproval of the demonstrations this past week and
total disapproval of Senate members who participated in them.”32 This opposition highlights the
branch of the ASUC that disagreed with the FSM , specifically its style of civil disobedience and
disregard for the student government. While not necessarily the dominant viewpoint, it is evident
that not all students nor ASUC officers supported the FSM . The debate over this resolution was a
microcosm of the disagreements within the ASUC regarding future proceedings with the FSM .
In addition to Senate meetings, reports from the ASUC Sub-Committee on Student
Political Activity showcase the differing views at hand . The sub-committee —which was created
to meet and discuss student political activity on campus— recommended that “[t]here shall be no
regulation by the University Administration of content of speech on campus” and that “a
permanent tripartite committee of students, faculty, and administrators to make, modify, and
interpret all regulations pertaining to political activity”33 be established, among other things.
Clearly, the majority of this committee put forth some bold policy recommendations. However,
the minority of the group also released a report which conveyed a completely different message,
claiming that “the present University policies … dealing with the use of University facilities do
most to enhance political freedom, while upholding the integrity and openness of the
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University.”34 Unlike the majority, they felt content with the status quo and did not believe
further action was needed by the university or the ASUC . These competing viewpoints reflected
the larger student body as well. Although many rallied behind the FSM, there was a large
percentage of students who did not. In fact, there were many students who were vocally against
the FSM, as evident in a petition that garnered approximately eight hundred and fifty-five
signatures. As an article in The Daily Cal explained, “not everyone here is malcontent and
constantly involved in protesting. That is not the actual picture of the great majority of students
(see figure 1).”35

Figure 1. Front page of The Daily Californian outlining FSM news. (Photograph by The Daily
Californian Archive , October 12, 1964, http://newsprint.dailycal.org/issues/1964/10/12/#1).
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Given its role as a democratic governing body, the plurality of views present within the
ASUC made it challenging for the organization to reach a consensus on how to approach and
navigate the FSM. While some officers wanted to involve the ASUC and support the efforts of
the FSM, others felt this was unnecessary or inappropriate. As a governmental organization, the
ASUC, and the Senate in particular, had to reconcile these competing perspectives and work
toward a more agreeable approach. Thus, there was often much discussion with very little action,
highlighting a challenge that student governments —and all governments for that matter— face
when handling hotly debated issues. This predicament fed the narrative that the ASUC was
ineffective or did not care about the FSM. In reality, however, the ASUC was quite engaged
with the FSM but struggled to reach unanimity due to the complexity of the movement. While it
is easy to view this negatively, this could be viewed as a positive feature of student governance.
By being forced to consider all viewpoints, student governments —in this case, the ASUC— can
better represent the beliefs of all students. After all, it is clear that not every member of the
ASUC or larger student body held the same belief toward the FSM.
Inaction by the ASUC President
One individual who proved this point well was ASUC President Charlie Powell . The
historical records reveal a large degree of inaction by Powell. In an editorial piece about an
ASUC election, The Daily Cal posited that “government is worthwhile as far as the leaders are
worthwhile.”36 While not directly referring to Powell and the ASUC presidency , the message
most certainly rings true—both then and now. Although student governments are comprised of a
36
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variety of positions and people, the president has a distinctive role. Student government
presidents serve as both the primary representative of the student body and the chief executive of
their respective organization. Thus, a student body president —in this case, Powell— has the
autonomy to lead as he sees fit, while also facing immense pressure to perform the job to his
constituents' liking. This being said, throughout the FSM, it is apparent that Powell favored his
own autonomy over the approval of his constituency.
Charlie Powell arrived at Berkeley in 1961 as a first-year student interested in
international affairs and languages. Having served as student body president at Fowler High
School, Powell quickly got involved in student government, first serving as Sophomore Class
President, then as an ASUC Senator during his junior year. While he was extensively involved
on campus, including within student government, Powell was not particularly fond of politics. In
an oral history interview years after the FSM, Powell explained that he “was involved more for
myself… I liked the idea of being noted. I liked sort of the challenge of being a leader of people,
but I wasn’t really interested in political issues of the day.”37 As evident in his remarks, Powell
was not drawn to student government to tackle pressing political issues; rather, he was interested
in furthering his leadership skills and professional goals. On the one hand, this was problematic
as it appears as though he was more involved for himself, rather than the people he was elected
to represent. On the other hand, however, one’s rationale for running for office does not entirely
dictate the manner in which one will lead and govern. Nevertheless, this context is useful for
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understanding his ASUC presidency—which officially began during the spring of 1964 . During
the months leading up to the academic year, Powell spent his summer cleaning bathrooms in the
engineering building and preparing for the upcoming year in the ASUC offices . Little did Powell
know, he would be forced to grapple with one of the most contentious student movements of his
time. No amount of preparation or toilet scrubbing would adequately prepare him for this
moment.
Throughout the FSM, Powell consistently expressed his sympathy and understanding for
the university. In a public statement, he appealed to his fellow students and asked them to “not
oppose the administration—the administration can do nothing to meet the demands being made.
But this I do ask: write your state legislators, then give your full-hearted support to the ASUC
Senate which will ask the property at Bancroft and Telegraph be deeded to the City of Berkeley
for municipal administration.”38 Powell did not view the university administration with the same
animosity as many of his peers in the FSM. Rather, he took a more balanced and sympathetic
approach. While Powell viewed this as the proper and appropriate course of action, others
disagreed. Take, for instance, an opinion piece written by two students who, when commenting
on Powell, wrote that “[t]his is typical of Charlie Powell, who voted against the students and for
the administration on the still undecided ‘free speech on campus’ issue , and who has consistently
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voted this way throughout his career in student government.”39 Many students did not take kindly
to Powell’s arbitrator approach, though this was the way he was determined to lead.
In addition to being sympathetic to the university, Powell also lacked interest in the
movement itself. Powell once explained that he is “probably in a different category than a lot of
folks who were involved in the Free Speech Movement, because those things just didn’t motivate
me… I think the ASUC would have been much more radically involved in the FSM than it was
when I was in the post as president.”40 Clearly, Powell did not have the same passion as his FSM
counterparts, nor the drive to take this on as a primary ASUC initiative. Despite these feelings,
Powell “felt the responsibility to do something to bridge the gap between what was really kind of
an extreme thing here, and an administration who apparently wasn’t aware of it, or didn’t know
what to do with it.”41 This quote encapsulates the manner in which Powell viewed the FSM and
would lead the ASUC . He took the middle ground throughout the movement which, in turn, led
FSM participants to believe he and the ASUC were not doing enough . This middle ground
approach was on display when Powell climbed on top of the police car holding Jack Weinberg to
try to calm FSM protestors (see figure 2). He was speaking out, but not in the way that FSM
activists desired. Given that the ASUC restructured itself in the early 1960s to more strategically
engage with matters concerning university policy, there is no doubt that many of Powell’s
constituents had expectations that he and the organization would enthusiastically jump at the idea
of addressing the FSM. However, the FSM was not Powell’s top priority, frustrating many
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students and ASUC officers . This analysis demonstrates the difficult position of a student body
president and provides some explanation as to why the ASUC has been commonly deemed
ineffective.

Figure 2. ASUC President, Charlie Powell, speaks to crowd from top of police car. (Photograph
by Ronald L. Enfield, Free Speech Movement Photographs, 1964, October 1, 1964, Calisphere,
https://oac.cdlib.org/view?docId=kt896nb2pw&chunk.id=div00003&brand=calisphere&doc.vie
w=entire_text).
Powell’s actions and experiences during the FSM are indicative of the challenges that
student governments and student government presidents have consistently faced. First, it should
be noted that governments, student or otherwise, are only as good as those who lead them.
Presidents play a critical role in setting the agenda, ensuring accountability, and ultimately
carrying out the mission and goals of the organization. In Powell’s case, not only did he not care
for the FSM, but he cared little for politics in general. Thus, his own attitudes and preferences
heavily dictated the manner in which the ASUC would treat the FSM , along with the ways in
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which the organization was perceived. Second, it is important to remember the fine line that
student government leaders must walk. On the one hand, there is often a loud, vocal, and
determined group of students who have a particular policy preference—in this case, the FSM.
On the other hand, however, there are usually students who disagree or do not have a particular
preference—in this case, the students who petitioned against the FSM. Presidents must reconcile
these competing perspectives and work to represent all students, and it seems as though Powell
attempted to do this during the FSM. Lastly, it is helpful to remember that the position of
president is political in nature, even if the person in office is not necessarily motivated by
political issues. This means that presidents must conduct themselves in a strategic manner to
achieve certain ends. Powell clearly showed sympathy toward campus administrators, but when
looking at this more critically, it can be argued that this was done purposefully. By fostering
diplomatic relationships with campus leaders, the chance of reaching agreement or compromise
certainly seems more likely. Whether or not this was Powell’s intention remains difficult to
discern; nevertheless, it provides a potential explanation as to why Powell acted in the way that
he did. When looking at artifacts from this moment in history, it is clear that Powell was not the
only one questioning the potential ways for the ASUC to respond to the movement .
Reflection and Questioning
Lastly, the FSM prompted ASUC officers to ponder deeper and more philosophical
questions about the nature of higher education and student representation. The FSM was not just
a protest over speech rights; it was about challenging the traditional features of the academy. An
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example of these features was the neutrality of the institution itself. On one hand, some, such as
the administration of Berkeley and the Regents of the University of California, believed that the
school should refrain from getting involved in political matters or expressing a leaning toward a
particular cause. On the other hand, some, such as the FSM participants, believed the university
had a responsibility to speak out and act on certain issues, such as civil rights. This debate over
institutional speech and the university’s neutrality —or lack thereof— divided the campus
community and, as will be shown, troubled the ASUC . By wrestling with some of these deeper,
more philosophical issues, the ASUC showcased the complexity of the FSM, as well as
highlighted the challenges facing a democratically elected student governing body.
This reflecting and questioning was on display in various ASUC Senate meetings . For
example, when debating a motion, one officer expressed concern about the university’s role in
political issues and explained that the actions of the ASUC “should be based on whether we
think these activities will endanger University neutrality.”42 This senator believed that the
university needed to remain a neutral institution, and that liberalizing its speech policies ran the
risk of losing that neutrality. Therefore, this senator viewed the entire matter of the FSM through
the framework of maintaining university neutrality. Another officer added to this point and noted
that “he does not feel this University is a political institution and to make it such would degrade
it; it is an educational institution.”43 This senator not only desired a separation between politics
and education but felt that politics seeping into education would worsen the university. These
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two statements were not the dominant nor prevailing viewpoints; nevertheless, they showcase
how ASUC officers considered the deeper principles involved in this movement . The FSM was
an effort to expand students’ political rights on campus; thus , it is only fitting that the ASUC
contemplated the ways in which any such expansion would impact the institution in which they
attended. However, supporters of the FSM were not so understanding.
In addition to thinking about institutional neutrality, ASUC officers also reflected upon
the notion of student representation. For instance, one “discussed the choice of the role of the
Senate. The Senate must decide its function—to represent opinion, or to decide what it feels is
right, or what is best for the people it represents?”44 This is a timeless question about governance
and one that was especially prevalent during the FSM. Members of the ASUC had their beliefs ,
and some, such as this individual, were questioning whether to act on those beliefs, or collect
more aggregated student opinion. There are strengths and weaknesses to each approach, but the
simple act of thinking about these approaches required time and effort on the part of the ASUC ,
ultimately stalling the prospect of swift action. Another officer echoed the previous point and
asked, “is the Senate role such that it should run to the students before making a decision or
should the Senate make a decision on the trust which the students gave to them in electing
them?”45 Again, this elected student officer did not know whether to act alone or turn to the
larger student body, highlighting a difficult question that student governments must constantly
ask themselves. The fact that ASUC officers held different beliefs about student representation
44
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—in addition the FSM matter at hand— provides some explanation for why it was so
challenging to put together a timely response.
Aside from the other challenges facing the ASUC , such as a plurality of views among
members or a degree of inaction by the President toward the FSM, the organization was also
forced to grapple with deep and difficult questions. These questions primarily revolved around
university neutrality and student representation but, of course, the ASUC also engaged with
other topics. While these were, without a doubt, the right questions to be asking, they did not aid
in producing a timely or productive response to the FSM. Many of the student protestors viewed
the FSM as an urgent matter and one that required immediate attention, especially from the
ASUC. In fact, most participants did not believe the ASUC needed to think twice about throwing
their full hearted support behind the movement’s efforts. However, as any strategic student
government would do, the ASUC did not blindly support the demands of the FSM. Rather, the
organization thought long and hard about the issues at hand, as well as the underlying principles.
This thinking, coupled with the other challenges, made for a slow response. This sheds light on
some of the unique characteristics of student governments. It is critical to remember that student
governments are comprised of student leaders. While some may be experienced, most are still
learning what it means to effectively lead and govern. Thus, it is natural for student leaders to
think twice about the nature of student representation before making a decision on an important
campus issue, such as the FSM. Furthermore, being a democratic governing body, it makes
sense for student governments to consider their approach before taking any action. Student
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governments, like the ASUC , represent large and diverse constituencies, thus, instead of
simplifying the situation by not thinking about these questions, these ASUC members should be
applauded for their critical thinking. In sum, this reflection and questioning by the ASUC
demonstrates both the strengths and weaknesses of student governance during the FSM.
However, these actions are often portrayed, and rightly so, as inhibitors of substantial and
tangible action by the organization.
Conclusion
In summary, the historical records reveal three general themes about the role and impact
of the ASUC during the FSM . First, there was a plurality of views toward the FSM, both within
the ASUC and the student body at large . Second, there was a large degree of inaction by ASUC
President Charlie Powell. And third, the FSM prompted ASUC officers to ponder deeper and
more philosophical questions about the nature of higher education and student representation.
While it is easy to label the ASUC as ineffective —as FSM literature often does— it is clear that
the organization was taking time to process a complex and debated moment in history, as evident
in these three themes. The FSM and, more specifically, the ASUC’s actions during the
movement, are historically significant, practically relevant, and worthy of future historical
research.
Historical Significance
There is no doubt that the FSM was a significant moment in history. To start, the
movement’s semi-success led to expanded speech rights on Berkeley’s campus. Prior to the
FSM, students were limited in their on-campus political activity, but after the movement’s
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advocacy, the university’s speech policies were liberalized unlike before. Moreover, the FSM
not only generated change at Berkeley, but it also served as the foundation of future student
activism, both in the Bay Area and around the country . The events that unfolded at Berkeley can
be linked to future protests on college campuses, especially those over America’s involvement in
the Vietnam War . Thus, the FSM was historically significant as it caused major change at
Berkeley, as well for other schools and students across the country. The ASUC’s actions were
also historically important. Although the organization had a minimal impact on the outcome of
the movement, the ASUC engaged with the FSM in a critical manner. Not only that, but many
students turned to the organization to take some form of action. This emphasized a previously
mentioned point that, during the 1960s, the ASUC transformed into an organization that dealt
heavily with campus policy matters. The FSM further cemented this — not just for the ASUC
but also for student governments in general.
Contemporary Implications
In addition to being historically significant, the FSM, along with the ASUC’s actions
during the movement, has practical and contemporary implications, as well. The FSM, broadly
speaking, offers some valuable lessons. The nature of the protest —that is, a protest over the
alleged suppression of leftist ideals— demonstrates that campus free expression is not a partisan
issue. Censorship swings on a pendulum. Whereas today many allege that conservative voices
are being silenced on college campuses, in the 1960s it was the other way around. That being
said, the fact that many disagreed with the FSM —both inside or outside of the ASUC—
highlights the importance of appreciating all perspectives. People do not think as a monolith;
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therefore, the diverse array of opinions present during the FSM serves as a reminder to
acknowledge the diversity of thought present in any given situation.
The ASUC’s actions in particular offer guidance for student governments today . Whether
it be matters related to equity or even free speech, student governments today reckon with many
contentious issues. When engaging with these issues, student governments should remember that
they represent all students, as some in the ASUC tried to do. These organizations should attempt
to take all viewpoints into consideration in order to produce the best possible outcome for their
constituency. Furthermore, to avoid stumbling into deep and complicated questions, like the
ASUC did when questioning the nature of higher education and student representation, student
governments should engage with these questions before faced with controversy. By ignoring
these questions until faced with a pressing issue, student governments are more often than not
ineffective, just as the ASUC was when grappling with these topics. Lastly, student governments
should remember that every campus issue brings with it a degree of complexity. The FSM was
not a straightforward issue, and the ASUC was right not to produce a straightforward response.
Student governments must always apply critical thought to the issues they deal with. If not, it
could produce dangerous results for both their organization and their constituency.
A Modern Day Example
There are numerous modern day examples of student governments dealing with issues
around campus free expression. One such example unfolded at the University of Connecticut. In
this case, a group of students campaigned on a free speech platform, a topic that, at the time, was
not all that controversial. However, as explained in a media article, the students observed “a
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stunning and seismic shift in the free speech climate at UConn. One that has so effectively
presented ‘free speech’ as nothing more than a vehicle for ‘hate speech’—like white supremacy ,
homophobia and transphobia, and more.”46 Although the students were elected into the various
positions they campaigned for, their efforts to promote free speech resulted in serious
consequences. Not only did the student government itself disregard the issue and prevent any
votes on the matter, but the students involved received threatening messages from peers and
were even subject to university disciplinary procedures for so-called harassment. Ultimately, the
students were unable to make any progress with the student government and, instead, attempted
to work with faculty members and administrators.
This example is so fascinating because it is a polar opposite situation to what occurred at
Berkeley during the FSM. Whereas many of the students at Berkeley felt their speech rights were
being infringed and limited, many of the students at the University of Connecticut viewed free
speech as a means to promote hate. In both cases, the student government —or certain members
within each student government— held beliefs and took actions that were seemingly antithetical
to the views of a great majority of students. The situation at the University Connecticut only
adds to the overall claim of this paper that student governments face immense challenges and
complexities, especially when dealing with politically and socially charged topics. When these
issues arise on college campuses, there is no question that student governments will become
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involved in some form or another. That said, it is no wonder that, as one article argues, “Student
governments are fast becoming a focal point in the campus free expression crisis.”47
Looking Ahead
There is a noticeable historiographical gap in the FSM literature. As previously stated,
few studies include or focus on the role and impact of the ASUC during the movement . This, in
turn, leads to incomplete narratives and histories. Moving forward, historical investigations of
the FSM should include a greater emphasis on the ASUC . For example, future research could
dive deeper into the relationships between ASUC officers and FSM members or analyze some of
the specific policy proposals made by the organization. At the very least, the role and impact of
student government should be referenced in larger histories. The potential research topics are
endless; however, scholars can no longer afford to omit the ASUC from FSM history .
Simplifying the FSM by disregarding or diminishing the actions and decisions of the
ASUC is a disservice to history. After all, just as the ASUC was forced to navigate the FSM ,
student governments today reckon with a wide array of contentious issues. Both then and now, it
is critical to appreciate the challenges of student leadership, acknowledge the nuances involved
in dealing with these situations, and work toward a holistic understanding before deferring to
judgment and criticism.
Epilogue
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This project was largely inspired by personal experiences with student government and
campus free expression. In March of 2020, I was elected President of the Chapman University
Student Government Association (SGA) . The following year would prove to be incredibly
challenging—both for our campus and our larger society. Between the COVID-19 pandemic and
incidents of racial injustice, there was immense tension, polarization, and fear across the country
and globe. It was during the summer of 2020 that I had my first encounter with free expression
as SGA President . Amidst the protests over racial injustices, namely the killing of George Floyd
by a Minneapolis police officer, many individuals, organizations, and institutions called for
systemic change to bring about racial justice and equality. One of these groups was the Chapman
University Black Student Union (BSU). In July of 2020, the BSU released a twelve-point action
plan outlining tangible actions to improve the black experience at Chapman. These action items
ranged from aggressively recruiting black faculty to creating a mandatory diversity course in the
general education curriculum. In addition to these particular items, the BSU also called for the
punishment of hateful expression.
Within the action plan, the BSU wrote that they demand that “hate speech, committed by
students or faculty members, be met with disciplinary violations.”48 Further, they explained that
the “protection of the First Amendment is crucial; however , there is a difference between free
speech and hate speech… Hate speech is not illegal; however, to truly build an inclusive
community, hateful and harmful speech should not be tolerated.”49 Given the importance of free
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expression on college campuses, along with the fact that Chapman is governed by the Leonard
Law—a California statute that applies public First Amendment protections to private colleges
and universities— this action item was bound to create additional controversy and challenges.
Just as there was an expectation for Charlie Powell and the ASUC to respond to the FSM , I felt a
responsibility to respond to the BSU. At first, I had bold ambitions to endorse all action items
and work to bring the changes to fruition. This was evident in an article in the student newspaper
which noted how “SGA has formed 12 different task forces , made of two to four student
government members, to promote the accompanying 12 BSU action items. These task forces
serve as both liaisons between BSU and the Chapman administration and as researchers and
reviewers.”50 However, I quickly came to realize that the free expression issue would not be so
simple.
This realization occurred during one of our weekly meetings with the university’s Dean
of Students. In this conversation, he articulated the important benefits of free expression, along
with its many complexities. Furthermore, he informed me of events like the FSM —a historical
event that, at the time, I had no clue existed— and argued that these moments serve as a
reminder of the value of free expression on college campuses. Because after all, censorship and
suppression swings on a pendulum. Nevertheless, we both agreed that the action item still
needed to be addressed, despite the obstacles the demand presented. Thus, I helped establish the
Campus Expression Task Force—a coalition of campus partners that would “take on the
challenge of recommending a range of responses to racist and other offensive actions and
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comments [i.e., hate speech].”51 The group, which was comprised of students, staff, faculty, and
administrators, developed four main recommendations: “consider the role and purpose of
university statements in response to incidents… develop intentional and meaningful
opportunities for forums, discussion, and expression… provide educational sessions/trainings on
campus expression guidelines… [and] craft a community compact for students.”52 While this
Task Force most certainly led to productive discussion around ways to address hateful expression
without compromising free speech values, it did not entirely satisfy the BSU. Similar to how the
ASUC’s actions did not completely satisfy the FSM, our SGA faced many of the same criticisms
and critiques, signifying that this is a phenomenon that has faced student governments for
generations.
This work on the Campus Expression Task Force would not be my final encounter with
campus free expression. For instance, later on in my student government career, I was forced to
navigate a controversial speaker being invited to campus. One of our political student
organizations requested financial support for a speaker believed by many to be racist,
homophobic, and extremely problematic. In this scenario, I had to put my personal beliefs aside
and stand up for the principles of free expression—a lesson I learned to appreciate from my time
studying the FSM. In addition to dealing with free expression as a student government officer, I
also embraced it as a professional opportunity. For example, I served as a Campus Free
Expression Intern with the Bipartisan Policy Center, an organization devoted to identifying
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bipartisan solutions to some of the nation’s most pressing issues. As a result of being exposed to
free expression as student body president, just like Charlie Powell was in 1964, the topic for this
project was born. Through my personal experiences with SGA and scholarly investigations of
the FSM, I have come to acknowledge and embrace the inherent complexities of student
governance, especially when dealing with complex and contentious issues such as campus free
expression. The more that people can hear these stories —both from the past and from the
present— the more likely people will understand the challenges and nuances facing student
governments.
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